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Land 
Acknowledgement

Realize acknowledges the land on which we work, Turtle 
Island, is the territory of diverse First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis peoples. Our head office in Tkaronto (Toronto) is the 
traditional territory of the the Mississaugas of the Credit, 
the Anishnaabe, the Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee, and 
the Wendat peoples. 

We are grateful to have the opportunity to live and 
work on this land. Within the cultural mosaic of Canada, 
we acknowledge the many peoples, and their traditions, 
and backgrounds, who have contributed to this place 
we call home.  

You, your families, and your ancestors all have roles to 
play in making this an inclusive and welcoming space that 
upholds people’s rights. For that, all of us at Realize say, 
Thank You!

Beyond the Land Acknowledgement
Realize recognizes the findings of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission and we will play our part in 
putting those recommendations into effect in our spheres 
of influence in solidarity with Indigenous peoples. This 
commitment goes far beyond land acknowledgements, 
extending into our programs, ways of working and the 
outcomes we seek. Realize is committed to weaving these 
findings into the fabric of our organizational DNA and 
our commitment to IDEAL (Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, 
Accessibility, Leading to belonging). 

Vision Statement
Realize envisions an equitable future in which people 
living with HIV, and/or other episodic disabilities¹  can 
build a life of optimal health and well-being across the 
life-course².

¹ Episodic disabilities are defined as chronic health conditions 
characterized by fluctuating periods and degrees of illness and 
wellness.  These periods can be unpredictable in duration, types of 
symptoms and frequency of recurrence.

²  Life course perspective is an approach that “looks at how 
chronological age, relationships, common life transitions, and social 
change shape people’s lives from birth to death” (Hutchinson, 2011)..

Mission Statement
Realize is a leader and catalyst for the improvement of 
the health and well-being of people living with HIV, and/or 
other episodic disabilities, across the life-course, through 
research, education, policy, and partnerships, that have 
systems-level impact. 

Diverse community united, Credit; Shutterstock
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About 
Realize
Realize is Canada’s national charitable organization 
focused on advancing the health and well-being of people 
living with HIV and other episodic disabilities, across the 
full life course. We do this through research, education, 
policy leadership, and work that puts ideas into practice, 
all aimed at creating lasting, systems-level improvements 
that make life better.

At the centre of our approach is a mix of evidence-based 
enquiry, lived experience guidance and leadership, and 
genuine collaboration. We bring those pieces together to 
move rehabilitation forward, support healthy aging, and 
strengthen meaningful inclusion. By tracking emerging 
needs and translating them into practical solutions, 
Realize helps push health, social, and employment 
systems toward greater equity for people living with 
episodic disabilities.

The communities we work with are wide-ranging, and our 
network reflects that. Realize’s members and partners 
include people with lived experience of HIV and other 
chronic conditions, community-based organizations, 
health professionals, researchers, governments, 
employers, universities, and national organizations, in 
Canada and internationally. Different perspectives keep 
our work grounded and help our programs stay useful, 
responsive, and able to deliver real impact.

Healthy Aging and Optimal Health 
and Well-Being for People Living 
with HIV
Because more people are living longer with HIV, the 
landscape of HIV care and support keeps changing, with 
new possibilities alongside new pressures. Realize works 
where HIV and aging meet, connecting leaders across 
the HIV, aging, disability and health sectors and from 

within the HIV community to strengthen policy, services, 
research, and supports that help people age well.

As the Secretariat for the National Coordinating 
Committee on HIV and Aging (NCC), Realize supports 
collaboration, knowledge sharing, and coordinated 
action to improve the lives of older adults living with, or 
vulnerable to, HIV across Canada.

Realize is also committed to understanding what helps 
people living with HIV reach the best possible quality 
of life. With community-based research and strong 
partnerships, we identify factors that support health and 
well-being, while also naming the barriers that hold people 
back from reaching their potential.

Building Meaningful  
Social Inclusion
For people living with HIV and other episodic disabilities, 
health fluctuates. That reality creates distinct challenges 
at work, in community life, and in everyday routines. 
Realize supports research, policy change, and advocacy 
that reduces barriers and strengthens full participation in 
society.

We convene the Episodic Disabilities Forum, a pan-
Canadian network that brings together people with 
lived experience, disability organizations, researchers, 
employers, and policymakers. The goal is clear: move 
inclusive practice forward and drive systems-level 
change that truly shows up in people’s lives, particularly in 
employment

Get Involved
There are many ways to support Realize’s mission:

* Share our resources and initiatives through your 
networks and help champion the work.

* Become part of our growing membership community at 
www.Realizecanada.org.

* Follow us on Facebook and X (@HIVandRehab), 
Instagram (@HIVandRehab and @RealizeAtWork),  
and on LinkedIn (Realize / Réalise). 

https://www.realizecanada.org/
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064261436892
https://twitter.com/hivandrehab
https://www.instagram.com/hivandrehab/
https://www.instagram.com/realizeatwork/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/realize-realise/
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Our Reach
Realize’s work reaches across Canada through a strong 
network of individual and organizational members, 
partners, and collaborators, and is reinforced by 
meaningful international collaborations. Our Board of 
Directors includes leaders from health, legal, research, 
and not-for-profit sectors, alongside advocates with lived 
experience from the HIV and disability communities.

Alongside this, we convene, contribute to, and collaborate 
with many coalitions focused on priorities identified by 
people living with HIV and across the disability sector.

Each year Realize connects with more than 8,000 
people through training programs, education courses, 
forums, think tanks, and other initiatives. What people 
learn doesn’t stay in the room. It carries outward into 
community organizations, professional associations, 
workplaces, healthcare settings, clinics, and research 
networks nationwide.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our Thanks
Realize’s reach and influence go well beyond our 
organizational size. That only happens because of the 
commitment, knowledge, generosity, and drive of our Board 
of Directors, staff, members, volunteers, partners, and 
funders. Together, you make this work possible, thank you.

We are especially grateful to the following for their 
generous financial support:

•	  Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC), Community 
Action Fund (CAF)

•	 Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC), 
Social Development Partnerships Program, Disability 
Component (SDPP-D)

•	 Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC), 
Opportunities Fund for Persons with Disabilities

•	 Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC), 
Labour Funding Program, Workplace Opportunities: 
Removing barriers to equity (WORBE)

•	 Women and Gender Equality Canada (WAGE)

•	 Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR)

•	 Ontario HIV Treatment Network (OHTN) Endgame

1240 Bay Street, Suite 600 Toronto, ON M5R 2A7, Canada

Email: info@Realizecanada.org

Web: www.Realizecanada.org

Facebook: HIVandRehab

X (formerly known as Twitter): @HIVandRehab

YouTube: @RealizeHIVepisodic.disability

Instagram: @hivandrehab + @Realizeatwork *

Linkedin: Realize / Réalise

Established 1998, Incorporated 2002, Charitable 
Registration number 85699 5535 RR0001.

*Attentive readers and long-time followers may have 
noticed something new: Realize now has a second 
Instagram account. @RealizeAtWork is focused on 
Realize’s efforts to create better workplace conditions for 
people living with episodic disabilities. If you can, please 
follow it, and all our channels. It’s one of the simplest ways 
to help our work travel further.
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Board of 
Directors
Realize is pleased to welcome Dr. Alexa Roggeveen (she/her) to our 
Board of Directors, bringing extensive experience in gerontology, 
mental health, chronic conditions, episodic disability, research, and 
education to the organization.

Alexa has been a full-time professor in the Social Service Worker 
– Gerontology program at Sheridan College in Brampton, Ontario 
since 2011. Her teaching focuses on supporting the mental health and 
well-being of older persons living with chronic conditions and their 
care partners, with a particular passion for developing curriculum that 
emphasizes person-directed care.

Welcome to the Board, Alexa!

Thank you, Shanti Gidwani!
For personal reasons, Board member Shanti Gidwani decided to step 
down from her position in September 2025. Shanti is a healthcare 
business leader whose work has consistently been driven by 
improving patient care and strengthening health systems. Her 25 
years of experience across clinical practice, leadership, consulting, 
and technology, were a great asset to our Board. She brought strategic 
clarity, collaborative energy, and thoughtful governance to our work. 
Thank you, Shanti. We wish you all the best in your new paths.
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David Salter 
Co-chair

Michael Liddell
Co-chair

Martin Anderson 
Alternate Co-chair

Brian Ellison 
Secretary

Harvey Michele 
Treasurer

Daniel Sands Kenneth Poon Alexa Roggeveen

Naomi Sayers Dr. Rusty Souleymanov Nicole Salmon 
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Staff

Puja Ahluwalia
Co-Director  

National Programs 

Addison Brash 
Training Lead 

George Da Silva 
Marketing and  

Program Officer

Alexandria Ditner 
Program Assistant (Comms)

Melissa Egan 
Co-Director, National 

Programs 

Lara Herrera 
Program Assistant

Aarti Hurry
Digital Engagement 

Coordinator

Cathy Kozuch
Bookkeeper

Lys LeClair 
Program Assistant

Christina Lessels
Community-Based  

Research Coordinator

Janet London
Director, Program Support

Kate Murzin
Co-Executive Director

Roger Musselman
Co-Executive Director 

Chidi Ononiwu 
Admin. Officer

Ingrid Palmer 
Principal IDEAL Advocate  

Alexandra Pennell 
Program Assistant (Outreach)

Melissa Popiel 
Manager, Cross-Functional 

Team and Curriculum 

Shaun Proulx
Podcast + Comms Officer

Elizabeth Racz
Co-Director, National Programs / 

Manager, Research Initiatives

Jocelle Refol
HIV and Aging  

Initiatives Lead 

Rosie Smith
Program Assistant  
(Executive Office)

Sophie Vira
Training Lead

Sunny Wang  
Knowledge to Action Officer

Tammy C. 
Yates-Rajaduray

Executive Director  
(on maternity leave)
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Message from 
the Co-Chairs
The theme of this Annual Report is Building Opportunity 
in Uncertain Times – for better health, income and 
employment for people living with HIV and other episodic 
disabilities. We have strong examples of this statement 
in action to share from our work at Realize through the 
2025-2026 fiscal year, but first we think it’s important to 
acknowledge the extraordinary uncertainty of the past 
year globally and here in Canada that has had particular 
impact on the sectors we work in and our communities. 

Our roots as an organization are in the HIV community 
and the struggle for survival and better quality of life. 
Our focus has been primarily in Canada, but we have built 
powerful relationships with international partners too. 
Severe reductions to funding programs like PEPFAR in 
the United States (US) and cutbacks in the Global Fund 
have led to the closure of critical HIV testing, treatment 
and support programs around the world, at the cost of 
many lives.

Here at home, economic pressures, and changing 
funding priorities have led to a tightening of HIV support 
programs and the closure of at least one prominent AIDS 
service organization, at a time when Canada is facing an 

increase in new HIV infections. As one of our community 
members put it, “this feels like erasure, as if we are 
forgetting the lessons learned and the victories won 
by people in the HIV community fighting for our lives.” 
“That activism and the changes it helped bring have had a 
positive impact for people in Canada far beyond the HIV 
community, but that seems forgotten.” 

Working with partner organizations in Europe and 
the US, in March 2026 Realize co-hosted a gathering 
of long-term, and lifetime, survivors to share and 
document their experiences of living with HIV and 
the fight for better treatment and support systems. 
The stories gathered will form a legacy chest to be 
launched in October 2026 that we hope will inspire 
a new generation of activists but also inform policy 
makers and healthcare decision makers (follow www.
Realizecanada.org for upcoming announcements).

With the tightening of support systems and the changing 
demographics of HIV in Canada, we believe it’s important 
to reach people where they are most likely to seek help 
and to provide the kinds of supports needed as their 
life circumstances change over time. Our workshops 
and resources on HIV and aging are well known in the 
HIV sector but over the past year we’ve experienced 
significant new uptake within the long-term care sector, 
with personal support workers and across community 
health agencies where training on HIV (particularly 
working with older adults living with HIV) has been 
minimal. We’ve seen strong uptake in Manitoba where 
increases in new infections are highest across the country. 

Realize Co-chairs Michael Liddell (left) and David Salter (right)

https://www.realizecanada.org/
https://www.realizecanada.org/
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Many older adults living with HIV across Canada have 
had their income-earning years interrupted either 
through disability, under-employment, or difficulty 
finding work due to stigma and other factors. 
Resources we’ve published in the past two years on 
Financial Empowerment for Healthy Aging with HIV 
offer insight into navigating CPP, benefit programs and 
financial management – plans that can be difficult to 
make for anyone but gain additional complexity when 
you live with HIV. 

The complexities of aging with HIV are familiar to anyone 
experiencing them, but quantifiable research in this field 
that can help drive policy and program change has been 
limited. That’s why we’ve been excited to broaden an 
initial research initiative Realize conducted in Ontario a 
few years ago into a national survey this year. PANACHE 
(Preferences and Needs for Aging Care among HIV 
Positive Elderly People) is a Research Ethics Board 
approved national survey launched in March 2025, with 
data collection closing in August 2026. Response so far 
has been strong, and we want to thank all our research 
partners, community facilitators/researchers and allies 
who made this project possible. We expect to release 
results in the coming year.

Economic and social uncertainty, and all that brings, has 
also impacted the significant work we do to improve 
employment options for people living with episodic 
disabilities more broadly.  Our 6th National Summit on 
Episodic Disability and Employment in March 2026, 
was the largest gathering of business leaders, human 
resource professionals, community members and policy 
makers focussed on these issues in Canada to date. Over 
1400 people registered for the two-day, online event. 
Feedback we’ve received indicates that people living 
with episodic disabilities feel particularly vulnerable in 
the workplace (or in seeking employment) and employers 
are struggling to manage increased workplace 
accommodation needs and demands. Episodic disability, 
including conditions related to depression, anxiety and 
other conditions that can be triggered by stress, are on 
the rise, and society is running to catch up. Coming from 
the HIV sector, Realize is ahead of the curve on these 

issues and our training workshops and online courses are 
gaining new audiences.

This year, we launched a new project specifically 
focused on women and episodic disability in the 
workplace. We’ve known for a long time that women 
face additional stresses, biases and barriers in the 
workplace. They also face significantly more pressures 
in maintaining work-life balance as women continue 
to carry a disproportionate share of unpaid caregiving 
responsibilities. These pressures are increased for 
women living with episodic health conditions. Our 
BRIDGE project (Breaking Barriers and Shaping Inclusive 
Workplaces for Women with Episodic Disabilities) is 
building understanding of these dynamics and solutions 
for workplace inclusion and success.

Realize is not immune from these stresses. We have 
been fortunate to find additional funding sources and to 
secure extensions of some of our largest programs over 
the past year, but we recognize that financial uncertainty 
and reorganization within the Federal government and 
beyond could impact how we work. Internally, we have 
managed interim changes within our staff leadership 
team to cover maternity leaves and have taken measures 
to ensure that our operating and financial systems are 
sound and sustainable. 

None of this would be possible with out the dedication 
and support of our staff, members, funders and the 
communities we are proud to serve. Thank you!

Sincerely,

David Salter and Michael Liddell
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Realize Programs
IDEAL: Inclusion, 
Diversity, Equity and 
Accessibility, Leading 
to Belonging 
Realize’s commitment to meaningful change for people 
living with HIV and other episodic disabilities has always 
started with lived experience. As our mandate has grown, 
our understanding has deepened too: the communities 
we serve are not a single story. People’s experiences are 
shaped by intersecting identities, including race, gender, 

sexual orientation, age, religion, and more. Those realities 
influence how stigma is felt, how care is accessed, and 
where support is found.

With that in mind, Realize has woven IDEAL principles — 
Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Accessibility, Leading to 
Belonging — into all parts of our work, from governance 
and operations to program design and service delivery. The 
aim is straightforward: strengthen belonging for everyone 
we serve.

Ingrid Palmer (right), Principal IDEAL Advocate at Realize, with Board member, Brian Ellison at the Disability and Work Conference 
in Ottawa in December 2025.
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HIV, Aging, and 
Optimal Health

The increasing number of people aging with HIV, and the 
complexity of aging with HIV, present new challenges for 
care, treatment, and support. Realize works as a catalyst, 
bringing together the HIV and aging sectors to respond to 
those challenges.

Our goal is to better understand the supports and 
circumstances that contribute to optimal health and 
wellbeing for people living with HIV, while identifying 
the issues, barriers, and gaps that can stand in the 
way. Through community-based research, education, 
knowledge sharing, and partnership, we work to 
strengthen the services, systems, and networks people 
need not simply to live longer with HIV, but to age well.

PANACHE: Planning for Healthy 
Aging with HIV
Our impact: People living with HIV, and/or other The 
PANACHE (Preferences and Needs for Aging Care among 
HIV Positive Elderly People) national survey launched 
in March 2025, with data collection continuing over the 
following 15 months. Funded by the Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research, this three-year community-based 
research study builds on the success of the original 
PANACHE Ontario project (2019).

The survey gathered perspectives from people across 
Canada aged 60 and older who are aging with HIV, 
looking at present-day experiences alongside future 
health, social, and support needs. The findings will guide 
recommendations for programs, services, and policies 
that better match the realities of older adults living with 
HIV and help ensure access to the care and supports 
needed as people age.

Community leadership has stayed at the core of 
PANACHE. A national research team and working groups, 

made up of community members, community-based 
organizations, researchers, and partners, guide the study. 
Peer Community Researchers were central throughout, 
supporting participants to complete surveys by phone or 
virtually, building trust, and helping boost participation. 
Realize also partnered with organizations nationwide 
to share the study, widen involvement, and identify and 
reduce barriers.

As the project moves into its next phase, data analysis 
and knowledge sharing will continue with community 
involvement at the centre, so that older adults living with 
HIV remain the leading voices in the work.

Financial Empowerment for Healthy 
Aging with HIV
In March 2026, Realize received an 18-month Endgame 
Community-Based Research Grant from the Ontario HIV 
Treatment Network (OHTN) to continue the Financial 
Empowerment for Healthy Aging with HIV study.

Building on the groundwork from phase one and the 
resources developed in 2025, this next stage includes a 
province-wide survey of people aged 50 and older living 
with HIV in Ontario. It looks closely at financial realities, 
challenges, and priorities, while identifying information, 
resources, and supports that can strengthen financial 
well-being and independence.

A cross-sector research team guides the study, including 
community members, stakeholder organizations, and 
other knowledge holders. The shared focus is making 
sure results lead to practical steps. Findings will shape 
future educational resources, support services, and policy 
recommendations, while also informing new initiatives 
that respond to the changing financial needs of people 
aging with HIV.

Building Knowledge and 
Capacity
Research matters most when it turns into action. Over 
the year, Realize continued to share learning, deepen 
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partnerships, and build capacity among organizations 
working with people living and aging with HIV.

Through our Sexual Health Information for a New Era 
initiative, we broadened our reach across healthcare, 
education, aging, and HIV sectors by offering 
presentations on HIV, aging, and sexual health. This 
included 10 presentations for pre-entry to practice and 
practicing public health professionals, such as social 
service worker and occupational therapy students, three 
presentations for HIV community-based organizations, 
and four presentations for aging organizations, including 
the start of an ongoing education partnership. In total, 
these sessions reached 486 participants.

Realize also supported implementation of the 
MyLifeMyMind (MLMM) pilot program with six 
community organizations across Canada, four English-
speaking and two French-speaking. Led by Dr. Marie-Josée 
Brouillette and her team at McGill University, MLMM 
supports people living and aging with HIV to identify ways 
to strengthen health and well-being through an online 
self-assessment tool. Realize helped pilot-test a new 
implementation toolkit designed to help organizations run 
peer support groups that encourage healthy behaviour 
change, guided by participants’ personalized assessment 
results. This phase also strengthened the ability of HIV 
community organizations to bring practical, evidence-
informed tools into their existing services. Funding for 
this implementation work came through a Partnerships 
to Improve HIV Outcomes and Treatment (PIHVOT) grant 
from ViiV Healthcare Canada.

With more older adults living with HIV in long-term care 
settings, Realize completed development of a new HIV 
and Aging 101 course for managers and supervisors in 
long-term care. The self-directed 30-minute course is 
set to launch in Fall 2026 in English and French. It covers 
HIV history and stigma, HIV as a complex chronic illness, 
and the role leaders play in creating inclusive, informed 
care environments.

Realize also convened its annual Think Tank on 
February 11, 2026, bringing together 28 participants 

from across Canada to discuss Fostering Inclusion in 
Sexual Health Promotion. People with lived experience 
joined researchers, educators, managers, and service 
providers, creating space to exchange perspectives, build 
relationships, and identify new ways to support inclusive 
sexual health promotion.

Centre for Aging Better.
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Building Knowledge  
and Capacity
Research matters most when it turns into action. Over 
the year, Realize continued to share learning, deepen 
partnerships, and build capacity among organizations 
working with people living and aging with HIV.

Through our Sexual Health Information for a New Era 
initiative, we broadened our reach across healthcare, 
education, aging, and HIV sectors by offering 
presentations on HIV, aging, and sexual health. This 
included 10 presentations for pre-entry to practice and 
practicing public health professionals, such as social 
service worker and occupational therapy students, three 
presentations for HIV community-based organizations, 
and four presentations for aging organizations, including 
the start of an ongoing education partnership. In total, 
these sessions reached 486 participants.

Realize also supported implementation of the 
MyLifeMyMind (MLMM) pilot program with six 
community organizations across Canada, four English-
speaking and two French-speaking. Led by Dr. Marie-Josée 
Brouillette and her team at McGill University, MLMM 
supports people living and aging with HIV to identify ways 
to strengthen health and well-being through an online 
self-assessment tool. Realize helped pilot-test a new 
implementation toolkit designed to help organizations run 
peer support groups that encourage healthy behaviour 
change, guided by participants’ personalized assessment 
results. This phase also strengthened the ability of HIV 
community organizations to bring practical, evidence-
informed tools into their existing services. Funding for 
this implementation work came through a Partnerships 
to Improve HIV Outcomes and Treatment (PIHVOT) grant 
from ViiV Healthcare Canada.

With more older adults living with HIV in long-term care 
settings, Realize completed development of a new HIV 
and Aging 101 course for managers and supervisors in 
long-term care. The self-directed 30-minute course is 
set to launch in Fall 2026 in English and French. It covers 

HIV history and stigma, HIV as a complex chronic illness, 
and the role leaders play in creating inclusive, informed 
care environments.

Realize also convened its annual Think Tank on 
February 11, 2026, bringing together 28 participants 
from across Canada to discuss Fostering Inclusion in 
Sexual Health Promotion. People with lived experience 
joined researchers, educators, managers, and service 
providers, creating space to exchange perspectives, build 
relationships, and identify new ways to support inclusive 
sexual health promotion.

Realize Co-Executive Directors, Kate Murzin and Roger 
Musselman helped host the Silver Zone networking zone 
for older people living with HIV at the International AIDS 
Conference in 2026.
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Meaningful Social 
Inclusion

Living with an episodic disability can affect far more than 
a person’s health. Fluctuating periods of wellness and 
disability can shape whether and how someone works, 
participates in community life, accesses services, and 
experiences inclusion.

Realize works to remove barriers that limit meaningful 
social participation for people living with episodic 
disabilities. Through research, education, partnerships, 
policy work, and resources for employers and other 
organizations, we help turn inclusion and accessibility 
from principles into practices that show up in people’s 
everyday lives.

Episodic Disabilities and 
Employment
Realize continued to advance meaningful social 
inclusion for people living with episodic disabilities 
through Episodic disabilities awareness and action 
Integrated into Canadian employment (EPIC). Through 
national events, education, knowledge sharing and lived-
experience leadership, EPIC brings together people 
living with episodic disabilities, employers, researchers, 
service providers, advocates and policymakers to 
build workplaces that better recognize and respond to 
fluctuating health conditions.

National Summits on Episodic Disability and 
Employment

In March 2026, Realize hosted its 6th National Summit 
on Episodic Disability and Employment, a two-day virtual 
event that attracted more than 1,400 registrants from 
across Canada. Under the theme The Future of Work, the 
Summit explored how rapidly changing workplaces, public 
systems and social supports are affecting people living 
and working with episodic disabilities.

 

Through keynote presentations, panel discussions, 
emerging research and lived-experience perspectives, 
participants examined some of the most pressing issues 
shaping inclusive employment today, including disability 
culture in Canadian workplaces, Long COVID and work, 
artificial intelligence and hiring, return-to-office policies, 
accessible and inclusive workplaces, and supporting 
employees from hiring through to thriving.

The Summit created an important national forum for 
sharing knowledge, identifying persistent barriers and 
highlighting promising practices, while strengthening 
collaboration among people and organizations working to 
advance disability inclusion in employment.

Earlier that month, Realize hosted its 2nd National 
Youth Summit on Episodic Disabilities and Employment, 
a hybrid event that brought the Future of Work 
conversation directly to young people living with 
episodic disabilities. Participants joined virtually from 
across Canada and in person in Toronto to explore 
research, lived experience, the transition from school 
to employment, inclusive employment and self-
employment, career development, and the impact of 
artificial intelligence on the future of work.

The Youth Summit created space for young people with 
episodic disabilities to share their experiences, connect 
with resources and one another, and contribute their 
perspectives to a national conversation about building a 
more equitable and inclusive future of work.

Episodic Disabilities at Work Workshops

Realize continued its national Episodic Disabilities at 
Work workshop series during the year, engaging specific 
workplaces directly and sectors of workers in broader-
based presentations.

Designed to increase awareness and understanding of 
fluctuating and intermittent disabilities in the workplace, 
the workshops provided participants with practical 
information about the impact episodic disabilities can have 
on employment, workplace accommodation and inclusion.

Through dialogue, reflection, awareness building and lived-
experience perspectives, participants explored strategies 



2026 Realize Annual Report	 15

for creating more inclusive workplaces and strengthening 
the capacity of employers to respond effectively to 
employees living with episodic disabilities. The workshops 
also provided opportunities to connect workplace leaders 
and employees with tools, resources and leading practices 
that support disability-confident workplaces.

The Realize Podcast
The Realize Podcast continued to extend conversations 
about episodic disability, employment, health and 
inclusion beyond Realize’s events and programs, making 
research, lived experience and emerging ideas accessible 
to audiences everywhere.

Hosted and produced by Shaun Proulx, the podcast brings 
together people with lived experience, researchers, 
advocates, community leaders and other experts for 
conversations that connect Realize’s work to the everyday 
realities of people living with episodic disabilities.

Episodes explore both persistent and emerging issues 
affecting inclusion and participation — from employment 
and workplace accommodation to health, aging, stigma 
and changing social and policy environments. By 
combining expert knowledge with personal experience 
and accessible conversation, the podcast provides 
another platform for Realize to share knowledge, amplify 
diverse perspectives and encourage broader discussion 
about what meaningful inclusion looks like in practice.

Hear The Realize Podcast wherever you get your 
podcasts, or watch it on our YouTube channel. (Don’t 
forget to subscribe and give us a 5-star rating and review, 
it really helps others find the podcast.)

Long COVID and Work Hub
The COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020 brought 
wide-reaching impacts on health and well-being in 
Canada and beyond. Even now, many people who were, 
or are, infected with COVID-19 continue to experience 
disabling symptoms that affect work, daily activities, 
and overall functioning.

 

Working with rehabilitation experts and people with lived 
experience of Long COVID, Realize developed a set of 
Long COVID resources. These include recommendations 
for employers, insurers, human resource personnel, 
and rehabilitation professionals on return to work, a 
roadmap for disability income benefits, and a tip sheet for 
people living with Long COVID on managing healthcare 
interactions and disability claims.

The Hub is updated four times each year to include 
advanced research and new tools. We also highlight 
conferences that raise awareness and strengthen links with 
Long COVID advocacy groups in Canada and internationally.

BRIDGE: Breaking Barriers and 
Shaping Inclusive Workplaces for 
Women with Episodic Disabilities
In August 2025, the Honourable Rechie Valdez, Minister 
of Women and Gender Equality, announced $656,053 
in funding for a new two-year Realize project, Breaking 
Barriers and Shaping Inclusive Workplaces for Women 
with Episodic Disabilities (BRIDGE), funded by Women 
and Gender Equality Canada (WAGE).

BRIDGE is designed to support systemic change in 
Canadian workplaces by addressing harmful gender 
norms, assumptions and attitudes affecting women living 
with episodic disabilities. The project aims to increase 
understanding of their experiences while strengthening 
workplace supports and creating greater opportunities 
for employment, inclusion and career advancement.

Through BRIDGE, Realize is helping bring greater 
attention to the intersection of gender, disability and 
employment, while working toward workplace cultures 
and systems in which women with episodic disabilities 
have equitable opportunities not only to participate, but 
to thrive.
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Canada’s Museums: Putting the ‘A’ 
(Accessibility) in IDEAL
The idea for the “Canada’s Museums: Putting the ‘A’ in 
IDEAL (Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Accessibility 
Leading to Belonging)” project grew out of conversations 
with executives at one of Canada’s leading National 
Museums. Realize was invited to deliver training to 
increase awareness of issues faced by people living with 
episodic disabilities at work. Along the way, a broader 
point surfaced: while museums serve as keepers of 
shared history and culture, and often aim to encourage 
understanding across religious, cultural, political, and 
social differences, museum staff teams may not reflect 
Canada’s full diversity, including people with disabilities 
and people from under-represented ethno-racial groups. 
Barriers to equity exist, yet the scope of the problem 
was not fully known. This project set out to close some 
of those knowledge gaps, and then convert what was 
learned into concrete steps toward equity in a federally 
regulated sector.

Realize partnered with Ingenium, the crown corporation 
responsible for three museums focused on science and 
technology. With a workforce that is aging, Ingenium 
was looking to build capacity and identify better ways 
to support staff. Throughout the project, Realize and 
Ingenium worked side by side to develop resources that 
support inclusion and accommodation across the museum 
sector workforce.

In practice, delivery blended in-person and online 
formats to reach academic, institutional, and conference 
audiences. Co-creation was treated as a core structure, 
not a nice-to-have. Workshop content, materials, 
terminology, and delivery methods were built together 
by Realize, Ingenium, a project steering committee, and 
members of a community of practice. This wasn’t a late-
stage consultation; it was built into the work from start 
to finish.

Leadership grounded in lived experience was also central. 
People with lived experience of episodic disability, 
including steering committee members, were part of 
workshop delivery in a meaningful way, not brought in as 

an add-on. That approach strengthened the authenticity 
and usefulness of the training.

A significant portion of the work went into developing 
and revising bilingual materials, including the needs 
assessment report, the Educational Toolkit, and 
synchronous workshop curricula. Each resource 
went through multiple rounds to meet accessibility 
requirements. An intersectional lens guided decisions 
throughout, and both Realize and Ingenium reviewed 
materials for accuracy and fit.

One clear pattern emerged repeatedly: many museums 
show strong, public-facing commitments to accessibility, 
especially for visitors, yet internal practices for 
employees often lag. Some institutions have well-
developed external programming for visitors with 
disabilities, while still being early in applying those same 
ideas internally. This project focused on that overlooked 
area of accommodation, and participation across 
workshops suggested both need and readiness for the 
conversation within the sector.

Early in 2026, Realize released a new toolkit for staff 
in Canada’s museums focused living and working with 
episodic disabilities.  

https://www.realizecanada.org/our-work/episodic-disabilities/putting-the-a-in-ideal-in-canadas-museums/
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Elisse Zack Award 
for Excellence in HIV and Rehabilitation 

The 2025 Elisse Zack Award for Excellence in HIV and 
Rehabilitation, was awarded posthumously to Debra 
Norris, and was announced at a special luncheon before 
the Realize Annual Meeting on September 27, 2025 in 
Toronto. Debra was a force for improving HIV care and 
support across Canada and a highly valued contributor 
to our work at Realize.

Deborah Norris: A Lifetime of 
Courage, Leadership, and Advocacy 
Nominated by: Kelly O’Brien, Francisco Ibanez-Carrasco 
and Soo Chan Carusone 

When Deborah Norris learned she was living with HIV 
in 1991, she made a choice that went far beyond self-
advocacy. She stepped forward for many others as well.

At a time when HIV stigma was exceptionally intense, 
Deborah publicly disclosed her diagnosis in 1992. That 
decision helped challenge misinformation, push back on 
discrimination, and offer hope to others living with HIV. 
Her courage encouraged people to face their own realities 
with greater confidence, and it helped widen public 
understanding of HIV across Canada.

For more than 30 years, Deborah was a steady leader, 
advocate, researcher, and peer. Rooted in lived 
experience, she supported people living with HIV as a 
frontline worker, outreach worker, peer supporter, and 
community researcher. Her work strengthened many 
initiatives, including the Alberta HIV Stigma Index, the 
Resiliency in LGBTQ2S+ Seniors Project, the Providing 
Services to Older Adults Living with HIV project, and, most 
recently, Realize’s PANACHE national study.

Her leadership also carried across local, provincial, 
and national organizations. Deborah served as Chair or 
Co-Chair of HIV Edmonton, the Alberta Society of Positive 

Women, United Voices of HIV Alberta, and the Canadian 
Positive People Network. Alongside that, she contributed 
to countless conferences, advisory committees, and 
advocacy efforts. In 2024, she presented in the Silver 
Zone at the International AIDS Society Conference, 
sharing insights on what it means to age with HIV.

Her commitment was recognized through several honours, 
including the Casey House Award for Leadership in 
Social Justice for the HIV/AIDS Community and the King 
Charles III Coronation Medal, presented through the 
Canadian AIDS Society in recognition of her outstanding 
contributions to Canada’s HIV movement.

Deborah’s legacy isn’t only in the organizations she helped 
strengthen or the research she helped move forward. It 
also lives in the thousands of people she reached through 
compassion, leadership, and a steady belief that people 
living with HIV deserve dignity, respect, and opportunity.

Deborah Norris
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Janet London Award 
Post-Secondary Education Award  

If you have had any connection to Realize or earlier to the 
Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation, then 
you know Janet!  Janet is our Director of Program Support 
and has been with the organization for over 20 years – our 
longest member of staff.

In recognition of Janet’s stellar service to Realize and 
her keen interest in building the capacity of the younger 
generation of Realize experts in our various fields, the 
Board of Directors created this award in Janet’s name in 
2023. The Award helps support students in financial need 
along their educational journeys. The first award was 
made in September 2024. 

In September 2025, Realize was pleased to announce that 
Sarah Busson of New Brunswick was the 2nd recipient of 
the Award.  

Dedicated to addressing systemic injustices in her 
community, Sarah Busson is a passionate advocate for 
youth voice, bringing 16 years of experience working in 
the same underserved neighbourhood in Saint John, New 
Brunswick. Co-founding Willow Youth Projects at the Teen 
Resource Centre, her passion lies in programming that 
builds platforms for creative expression, collaborative 
leadership, and personal empowerment. Sarah will use the 
Janet London Post-Secondary Education Award towards 
her Master of Social Work at Dalhousie University.

2025 Janet London Award recipient, Sarah Busson
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Revenues and 
Expenses
Revenue

 Grants:	 99%

 Professional fees, donations, memberships 
and course registrations:	 1%

Expenses
 Program and Contract Staff:	 57%

 Occupancy Costs:	 3%

 Financial Administration, printing and materials:	 31%

 Evaluation:	 1%

 Travel:	 9%
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